
COUNTY OF SAN LUIS OBISPO 
DEPARTMENT OF PLANNING AND BUILDING 

STAFF REPORT 
 

PLANNING COMMISSION 
 

 

MEETING DATE 
October 23, 2014 
LOCAL EFFECTIVE DATE 
November 6, 2014 
 

CONTACT/PHONE 
Airlin M. Singewald, 
Project Manager/ 
(805) 781-5198 
asingewald@co.slo.ca.us 

APPLICANT 

Portnoff Trust/ PG&E 
 

FILE NO. 

DRC2014-00006 

SUBJECT 
Hearing to consider a request by the Portnoff Revocable Trust and PG&E for a Conditional Use Permit to allow 
for the construction of: a) one 100’ tall lattice communications tower with a 9’1” x 9’1” base anchored to a 15’ x 
15’ concrete slab; b) ground-mounted equipment within an existing 170 square-foot equipment shelter; c) fuel 
cell storage on an approximately 30 square-foot concrete slab; and d) associated utility trenching. The 
proposed tower would support six dish antennas ranging from 3 to 10 feet in diameter and two 20’ tall x 3” 
diameter whip antennas.  The proposed project would be located within an existing 50’ x 50’ fenced equipment 
enclosure at an existing telecommunications site.  The project will result in the disturbance of approximately 
2,500 square feet on a 90-acre parcel.  The proposed project is within the Rural Lands land use category and 
is located at 1945 Adelaida Road, approximately 3,000 feet west of Nacimiento Lake Drive and 1.3 mile west 
of the westerly Paso Robles city-limit.  The project is located in the Adelaida sub-area of the North County 
planning area.   

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
1. Adopt the Mitigated Negative Declaration (ED14-050) in accordance with the applicable provisions of 

the California Environmental Quality Act, Public Resources Code Section 21000 et seq; and 

2. Approve Conditional Use Permit DRC2014-00006 based on the findings listed in Exhibit A and the 
conditions listed in Exhibit B. 

ENVIRONMENTAL DETERMINATION 
The Environmental Coordinator, after completion of the initial study, finds that there is no substantial evidence 
that the project may have a significant effect on the environment, and the preparation of an Environmental 
Impact Report is not necessary. Therefore, a Mitigated Negative Declaration (pursuant to Public Resources 
Code Section 21000 et seq., and CA Code of Regulations Section 15000 et seq.) has been issued on 
September 11, 2014 for this project. Mitigation measures are proposed to address Aesthetics, Noise, and 
Public Services/Utilities, and are included as conditions of approval. 

LAND USE CATEGORY 
Rural Lands 

COMBINING DESIGNATION  
None 

ASSESSOR PARCEL NUMBER 
026-233-029 

SUPERVISOR 
DISTRICT(S) 

1 

PLANNING AREA STANDARDS: 

None applicable 

LAND USE ORDINANCE STANDARDS: 
Communications Facilities 

EXISTING USES: 

Telecommunications facilities for numerous wireless carriers; single family residence 

SURROUNDING LAND USE CATEGORIES AND USES: 

North:  Residential Rural / undeveloped land, rural residences 

South:  Rural Lands / undeveloped land, rural residences 

East:    Residential Rural / undeveloped land 

West:   Rural Lands / undeveloped land, rural residences 

 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION MAY BE OBTAINED BY CONTACTING THE DEPARTMENT OF PLANNING & BUILDING AT: 

COUNTY GOVERNMENT CENTER  SAN LUIS OBISPO  CALIFORNIA   93408  (805) 781-5600  FAX: (805) 781-1242 

Promoting the wise use of land 

 Helping build great communities 
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OTHER AGENCY / ADVISORY GROUP INVOLVEMENT: 

The project was referred to: Environmental Health, Agricultural Commissioner, Cal Fire, Caltrans, Regional 
Water Quality Control Board, City of Arroyo Grande 

TOPOGRAPHY: 

Gently to steeply sloping 
VEGETATION: 

Herbaceous, shrubs, trees 

PROPOSED SERVICES: 

Water: N/A 
Sewage Disposal: N/A 
Fire Protection: Cal Fire 

ACCEPTANCE DATE: 
August 29, 2014 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

Background 

The proposed project is part of PG&E’s efforts to comply with recent direction from the 
California Public Utilities Commission to upgrade its internal radio communications system.  The 
upgrades would enhance communication for field crews deployed to safely operate and 
maintain PG&E’s electrical transmission/distribution system. 

Project Site – Visual Setting 

Situated in the rural Adelaida area, the project 
site is located near the eastern edge of the 
Santa Lucia Mountain Range.  The region 
encompasses the central northwest portion of 
the county, bounded to the east by the urban 
corridor along Highway 101 and to the west by 
the western slopes of the Santa Lucia 
Mountains.  The city of Paso Robles is the 
largest urban area in the region.  The area’s 
terrain descends from the rugged, 
mountainous western slopes of the Santa 
Lucia Range toward the Salinas River corridor 
to the east.  The unincorporated areas are 
typically scenic rural and agricultural areas 
with extensive farming, range, and watershed 
lands. The natural land cover of the 
surrounding landscape is predominately oak woodland and oak savanna, with riparian plant 
communities in the drainages and creeks.  The existing high quality of views in the region and 
along public roadways is due mostly to the dramatic landforms variation combined with the 
natural vegetative patterns. 

The rural visual character of the region has seen a steady addition of large-lot residential and 
winery-related development over the past 10 to 15 years.  Although most of these developments 
are not in the immediate vicinity of the proposed project, they are part of the overall viewing 
context as seen from public roadways throughout the areas.  

The hilltop project site itself ranges from approximately 1,760 feet above sea level along the 
eastern edge to approximately 1,790 feet along the western side.  The project site is within a 
large clearing surrounded by oak woodland.  The site includes six existing communication 
towers and related facilities.  The existing towers include five lattice towers and one monopine, 
ranging from 20 to 100 feet in height.  Antennas and microwave dishes are visible on each of 
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the existing towers.  Eight equipment shelter buildings as well as chain link fencing surround 
most of the existing individual facilities.  The proposed tower would be constructed 40 feet due 
east of an existing 100’ tall lattice tower. 

Proposed Project 

The proposed unmanned wireless communications 
facility consists of the following components: 

 One 100’ tall lattice communications tower 
with a 9’1” x 9’1” base anchored to a 15’ x 
15’ concrete slab; 

 Ground-mounted equipment within an 
existing 170 square-foot equipment shelter; 
and 

 Fuel cell storage on an approximately 30 
square-foot concrete slab. 

The proposed facility will be used solely by PG&E 
for internal radio communications; it is not a 
wireless communications facility. 

Visual Impacts 

As stated above, the project site is located on a prominent hilltop overlooking Paso Robles and 
the surrounding rural areas.  A visual evaluation was conducted for the proposed project by 
Robert G. Carr/SWCA Environmental Consultants.  The evaluation concludes that while the 
proposed project will be visible from major viewing corridors (Highway 101, Highway 46, and 
Nacimiento Lake Drive) and other public viewing areas in the North County, the proposed 
project (and the six existing communication towers) comprises a small percentage of the overall 
viewshed and is visually subordinate to the surrounding high visual quality of the area.  
Furthermore, the addition of one more tower, if noticed, will likely be consistent with the visual 
expectations for the site. 

Noise Impacts 
 
The applicant submitted a noise study (Dubbink Associates; August 25, 2014) to evaluate the 
noise impact of the proposed air conditioning units on neighboring residences, the nearest of 
which is located 600 feet to the south.  The noise study measured existing ambient noise levels 
at 40 decibels or less, and determined that the proposed air conditioning units would produce a 
noise level of 38 decibels at the property line.  This would translate to an LEQ (hourly energy 
average) of 35 decibels, which complies with the County’s 45 LEQ noise standard.  However, in 
order to preserve rural ambient noise levels, the project is conditioned to require the use of air 
conditioning equipment that operates at no more than 52 decibels, measured at a 50 foot 
distance. 
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LAND USE ORDINANCE STANDARDS 
 
Section 22.10.090 – Height Measurement and Height Limit Exceptions 

The height limit for structures in the Rural Lands land use category is 35 feet. However, as a 
communications tower proposed by a public utility, the proposed project is exempt from the 
height limit.   
 
Section 22.30.140 – Setbacks 

The following minimum setbacks apply: 25 feet (front); 30 feet (rear); and 30 feet (side).  The 
proposed project complies with these setbacks since the nearest property line is over 300 feet 
to the south. 
 
Section 22.30.180 – Communications Facilities 

Radio Frequency Analysis 

Section 22.30.180(B) requires applications for communications facilities to include estimates of 
non-ionizing radiation generated and/or received by the facility.  These shall include estimates 
of the maximum electric and magnetic field strengths at the edge of the facility site and the 
extent that measurable fields extend in all directions from the facility.  
 
The applicant submitted an evaluation of the proposed project to determine its compliance with 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) Specified Guidelines for Human Exposure to 
Radio Frequency (RF) radiation.  According to this evaluation (Hammett & Edison; August 
2014), the maximum level1 of RF emissions from the proposed project would be equivalent to 
0.63 percent of the applicable FCC public exposure limit. Calculated cumulative levels for the 
existing measured levels plus the calculated levels for the new PG&E antennas are equivalent 
to 2.1 percent of the public limit.  These calculated results include several “worst-case” 
assumptions and therefore are expected to overstate actual power density levels.   
 
Permit Requirements 

 
Section 22.30.180(A) requires Conditional Use Permit approval for any new communications 
facility or modification of any existing facility that would increase the power output or the power 
received, or the structure heights above those specified in Section 22.10.090. 
 
Based on this standard, the proposed project requires CUP approval, as it includes the 
construction of a new 100’ tall antenna support structure. 
 
Co-location 

According to Section 22.30.180(C)(2)(b), when co-location is not proposed, applications for 
communications facilities must provide information pertaining to the feasibility of joint-use 
antenna facilities, and discuss the reasons why such joint-use is not a viable option or 

                                                 
1
 Mr. David Kelly, a qualified field technician employed by Hammett & Edison, Inc., visited the site on August 12, 

2014 and measured actual radiation levels using a Wandel & Goltermann Type EMR-300 Radiation Meter with 

Type 18 Isotropic Electric Field Probe.  The maximum power density level observed for a person at ground near the 

site was 2.0 percent of the most restrictive FCC public limit. 
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alternative to a new site. 
 
Although this section is technically not applicable, as the proposed project does not involve a 
commercial wireless communications facility (i.e., cell site), the proposed project nevertheless 
complies with the above standard.  By siting the proposed project adjacent to existing wireless 
communications facilities rather than an undeveloped ridgeline, impacts to the visual character 
of the area are minimized. 
 
 
AGENCY REVIEW: 
 

Public Works 

Tim Tomlinson 

No concerns 

Building Division 

Charles Riha 

Project to comply with applicable building code and storm water 
regulations 

Environmental Health 

Leslie Terry 

Hazardous materials business plan required 

 
LEGAL LOT STATUS: 
 
The parcel was legally created by a deed at a time when that was a legal method of creating 
lots. 
 
 
Staff report prepared by Airlin M. Singewald and reviewed by Bill Robeson. 
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EXHIBIT A - FINDINGS 
 
Environmental Determination 
A. The Environmental Coordinator, after completion of the initial study, finds that there is no 

substantial evidence that the project may have a significant effect on the environment, 
and the preparation of an Environmental Impact Report is not necessary.  Therefore, a 
Mitigated Negative Declaration (pursuant to Public Resources Code Section 21000 et 
seq., and CA Code of Regulations Section 15000 et seq.) has been issued on 
September 11, 2014 for this project.  Mitigation measures are proposed to address 
Aesthetics, Noise, and Public Services/Utilities, and are included as conditions of 
approval. 

 
Conditional Use Permit 
B. The proposed project is consistent with the San Luis Obispo County General Plan as the 

proposed use is an allowed use and, as conditioned, is consistent with all applicable 
General Plan policies.   

 
C. As conditioned, the proposed project satisfies all applicable provisions of Title 22 of the 

County Code.  The proposed project meets applicable standards for communications 
facilities, as it will be collocated on a site that is developed with six wireless 
communications facilities and is consistent with the visual expectations for the site.  The 
proposed project is exempt from the 35-foot height limitation because it is a 
communications tower for a public utility.  

 
D. The establishment and subsequent operation of the proposed project will not, because 

of the circumstances and conditions applied in the particular case, be detrimental to the 
health, safety or welfare of the general public or persons residing or working in the 
neighborhood of the use, or be detrimental or injurious to property or improvements in 
the vicinity of the use because the project does not generate activity that presents a 
potential threat to the surrounding property and buildings.  The proposed project is 
subject to Ordinance and Building Code requirements designed to address health, safety 
and welfare concerns.  According to the radio frequency evaluation (Hammett & Edison; 
August 2014), the maximum level of RF emissions from the proposed project would be 
equivalent to 0.63 percent of the applicable FCC public exposure limit. Calculated 
cumulative levels for the existing measured levels plus the calculated levels for the new 
PG&E antennas are equivalent to 2.1 percent of the public limit.  These calculated 
results include several “worst-case” assumptions and therefore are expected to 
overstate actual power density levels.   

 
E. The proposed project or use will not be inconsistent with the character of the immediate 

neighborhood or contrary to its orderly development because it will be collocated on a 
site with six existing wireless communications facilities and therefore will not conflict with 
or degrade the visual character of the surrounding area. 

 
F. The proposed project or use will not generate a volume of traffic beyond the safe 

capacity of all roads providing access to the project, as the proposed project is expected 
to generate approximately two vehicle trips every six to eight weeks for routine 
maintenance.  This small amount of additional traffic would have a negligible effect on 
existing levels of service for County and State roadways. 
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EXHIBIT B – CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
 
Approved Development 

1. This approval authorizes the construction and operation of an unmanned wireless 
communications facility consisting of the following improvements: 

A. One 100’ tall lattice communications tower with a 9’1” x 9’1” base anchored to a 15’ x 
15’ concrete slab; 

B. Ground-mounted equipment within an existing 170 square-foot equipment shelter; 
and 

C. Fuel cell storage on an approximately 30 square-foot concrete slab. 

2. All development shall be consistent with the approved site plan, equipment plan, and 
architectural elevations. 

Conditions to be completed at the time of application for a construction permit 

Noise 

3. At the time of application for construction permits, the construction drawings shall 
include manufacturer specification sheets, with noise level data, for the proposed air 
conditioning units.  The air conditioning units for the project shall operate at no more than 
52 dB, measured at a 50 foot distance. 

Conditions to be completed prior to issuance of a construction permit 

Public Services / Utilities 

4. Prior to issuance of a construction permit, the applicant shall obtain and implement a 
“Fire Safety Plan” that has been approved by CAL FIRE. 

Mitigation Monitoring/Condition Compliance 

5. Prior to issuance of a construction permit, a “condition compliance” sheet shall be 
added to construction plans that include a complete copy of the final conditions of 
approval for the project. 

Fire Safety 

6. Prior to issuance of a construction permit, all plans submitted to the Department of 
Planning and Building shall meet the fire and life safety requirements of the California Fire 
Code. 

Conditions to be completed during project construction 

Fire Safety 

7. During construction, activities that pose an ignition source will have to comply with fire 
safety laws.  This includes welding activities and use of heavy equipment.  All equipment 
must be in compliance.  Consideration of fuel breaks or other treatment shall occur in 
construction area.  If a fire ignites due to construction activities the responsible party may 
be liable for suppression costs. 
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Conditions to be completed prior to final building inspection 
 

8. Prior to final inspection, the applicant shall contact the Department of Planning and 
Building to have the site inspected for compliance with the conditions of approval. 

9. The facility shall not be operated until all conditions of approval have been met and all 
required building permits have received final inspection. 

Explanatory Warning Signs for Occupational Exposures 

10. Prior to final inspection, explanatory warning signs* to prevent occupational exposures 
in excess of the FCC guidelines are to be posted at the site on all sides of the surrounding 
fencing and antennas such that they would be readily visible from any angle of approach 
to persons who might need to work near the antennas. In addition the signs shall inform 
workers and possible hikers to remain outside the fences or deactivate the site before 
working within 7 feet of the antennae. (*Warning signs should comply with ANSI C95.2 
color, symbol, and content conventions. In addition, contact information should be 
provided (e.g., a telephone number) to arrange for access to restricted areas.) 

Hazardous Materials 

11. Prior to final inspection, the applicant shall provide verification from Environmental 
Health that the Hazardous Materials Business Plan has been implemented. 

Site Restoration 

12. Prior to final inspection, the applicant shall post a performance agreement and financial 
instrument with the County in an amount commensurate with the cost of facility removal 
and site restoration. The financial instrument shall be released by the County at the time 
the facility is removed and the site is restored. 

 On-going conditions of approval (valid for the life of the project) 

 

13. This land use permit is valid for a period of 24 months from its effective date unless time 
extensions are granted pursuant to Land Use Ordinance Section 22.64.070 or the land 
use permit is considered vested.  This land use permit is considered to be vested once a 
construction permit has been issued and substantial site work has been completed.  
Substantial site work is defined by Land Use Ordinance Section 22.64.080 as site work 
progressed beyond grading and completion of structural foundations; and construction is 
occurring above grade. 

14. All conditions of this approval shall be strictly adhered to, within the time frames specified, 
and in an on-going manner for the life of the project. Failure to comply with these 
conditions of approval may result in an immediate enforcement action by the Department 
of Planning and Building. If it is determined that violation(s) of these conditions of approval 
have occurred, or are occurring, this approval may be revoked pursuant to Section 
22.74.160 of the Land Use Ordinance. 

15. All project-related facilities shall be removed within twelve months of cessation of the 
applicant's wireless communications operations on the site. The applicant shall be 
responsible for the removal of such facility and all associated structures and restoration of 
the site to pre-project condition. Restoration does not include removal of vegetation 
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planted to provide visual screening. At the time the use of the facility is discontinued the 
owner of the facility must notify the Department of Planning and Building. 

Electric and Magnetic Fields 

16. The facility shall be designed and operated to ensure that power densities received from 
transmissions, with all transmitters at the site transmitting at full power, will comply with 
federal law and regulation. 

Noise 

17. The proposed PG&E facility shall be operated to ensure noise generated is not audible 
from adjacent parcels.  Total cumulative noise levels (existing and the proposed PG&E 
equipment) shall not exceed 45 dB.  

18. Prior to September 1, 2015, the applicant shall submit to the Department of Planning and 
Building a noise study, conducted by a qualified consultant, measuring the cumulative 
(existing and proposed PG&E equipment) noise levels at the adjacent parcel to the south 
during evening hours (10 p.m. to 7 a.m.) when air conditioning units are operating. The 
cumulative noise levels shall not exceed 45 dB at adjacent parcel boundaries.  
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